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THE  GIFT  OF  SLEEP 


Will  someone  wake  that  brother  in  the  first  bal- 
cony and  tell  him  that  the  minister  is  going  to  talk 

on  sleep! Did  someone  ask,  "Which  brother?" 

Here  in  the  opening  minutes  I  give  you  permission  to 
savor  any  humor  that  suggests  itself  as  you  think  of 
sermons  and  their  association  with  sleep. 

The  correlation  between  the  dull  homily  and  the 
drowsing  parishioner  has  been  celebrated  in  many  a  car- 
toon and  anecdote.   For  the  preacher  this  correlation 
is  an  occupational  hazard.   For  the  parishioner,  a 
chance  to  get  even. 

The  classic  one-liner  has  the  preacher  to  the 
Royal  Court  pleading  from  the  pulpit:   "Will  someone 
please  stop  the  Duke  from  snoring  before  he  wakes  up 
the  King!" 


All  joshing  aside,  sleep  is  an  important  subject 
that  deserves  more  attention  than  it  gets.   Even  as  a 
physiological  phenomenon,  sleep  is  an  intriguing  busi- 
ness.  It  involves  us  all.   As  Shelley  put  it,  "What- 
ever moves,  or  toils,  or  grieves,  hath  its  appointed 
sleep. " 

We  spend  sizeable  portions  of  our  life  asleep  - 
the  child  one-half  its  time,  the  adult  one-third,  while 
the  elderly  do  little  else  but  eat  and  sleep.   In  sleep 
we  let  fall  the  windows  of  our  eyes  and  steep  our  senses 
in  forgetfulness . 

In  sleep  the  nervous  system  becomes  inactive.  The 
brain  is  protected  from  the  streams  of  impressions  flow- 
ing from  the  sense  organs.   The  pulse  beats  less  fre- 
quently.  We  breathe  less  often.   The  gastric  and  peri- 
staltic movements  are  less  rapid.   The  pupils  of  the 
eyes  contract . 


A  147  pound  man  produces  forty  calories  an  hour 
asleep  against  one  hundred  and  twelve  calories  awake. 
Excess  nutrients  convert  to  fat  when  we  sleep,  our  in- 
activity keeping  them  from  being  consumed.   Hence  the 
saying:   "He  who  sleeps  dines."  The  first  few  hours 
of  sleep  are  the  most  refreshing. 

The  ability  to  sleep  is  a  boon  without  price, 
while  prolonged  insomnia  can  wreck  the  nervous  system 
and  severely  alter  the  disposition.   Sleep  is  never 
more  appreciated  than  when  it  eludes  us.   Like  Vitamin 
C,  sleep  cannot  be  stored  up.   Some  animals  can  hiber- 
nate but  man  cannot .   He  lives  in  a  daily  rhythm  of 
work  and  rest. 

Just  as  the  space  bar  on  the  typewriter  keeps  the 
words  from  running  together,  so  sleep  separates  our 
days.   We  may  cheat  on  sleep  for  a  while,  (as,  for  ex- 
ample, during  exam  week),  but  eventually  sleep  presents 
its  bill  and  we  must  pay  up. 


For  the  man  who  trusts  in  the  Almighty,  sleep  is 
a  gift  from  God.   The  Psalmist  spoke  it  for  us  all 
when  he  said,  "He  giveth  his  beloved  sleep."  (Ps.  127:2) 

We  do  not  achieve  sleep  we  receive  it.  The  Latin 
root  for  the  word  "sleep"  is  labi  which  means  "to  glide 
or  slide."   0,  we  play  some  small  part  in  composing 
ourselves  for  sleep.   We  may  refuse  to  drink  coffee 
after  seven  p.m.   We  may  make  it  a  point  not  to  read 
difficult  books  late  into  the  night.   We  may  draw  the 
blood  away  from  the  brain  by  placing  our  feet  in  a  tub 
of  hot  water.   We  may  abstain  from  late  night  discus- 
sions on  controversial  subjects.   In  a  pinch  we  might 
even  be  found  taking  a  pill  to  induce  sleep.  Frequently 
we  count  sheep,  or  try  to  paint  on  the  inside  of  our 
eyelids  scenes  of  restful  beauty.   But  essentially 
sleep  is  of  God.   It  is  not  something  that  we  achieve 
but  something  we  receive  from  Him. 
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God  made  provision  for  our  letting  go  of  life 
some  of  the  time  every  day.   This  is  highly  symbolic. 
Every  day  we  come  to  a  point,  marked  by  mounting  drows- 
iness, where  we  must  cut  out,  relinquish  command,  drop 
everything,  release  control,  become  totally  disengaged, 
deny  the  world  our  brain  and  brawn  -  and  entrust  the 
management  of  history  to  our  brethren  who  have  already 
had  their  sleep  and  to  God  our  keeper  who  slumbers  not 
nor  sleeps. 

John  Baillie  reports  that  "During  the  bombing  of 
London,  a  woman  was  heard  to  excuse  herself  for  having 
stayed  quietly  in  bed,  by  saying  'Well,  I  reflected 
that  God  does  not  sleep,  and  there  seemed  no  reason 
why  both  of  us  should  stay  awake.' "^  "He  giveth  his 
beloved  sleep." 


What  this  says  to  me  is  that  we  dare  not  risk 
the  folly  of  becoming  so  intensely  involved  on  the 
varied  fronts  of  human  need  as  to  forget  that  we  are 
God' s  servants  and  not  God.   If  medieval  man  was  re- 
miss for  taking  too  little  responsibility  for  his 
history,  then  it  may  very  well  be  the  case  that  twen- 
tieth century  western  man  is  remiss  for  taking  too 
much  responsibility  for  his  history. 

The  secularization  of  history  has  freed  the  hu- 
man family  for  some  rather  dramatic  reformations  in 
economics  and  politics.   It  has  cleared  the  way  for 
breath-taking  break-throughs  in  science.   At  the  same 
time,  this  desacralizing  of  history  has  laid  a  guilt 
trip  of  frightening  proportions  on  sincerely  motivated 
people  who  have  grown  to  feel  that  they  must  answer 
every  cry  for  help  that  sounds  in  this  battered  world! 

The  over- extended  Christian  is  the  man  I  am  think- 
ing about  today.   The  man  who  feels  constrained  to 
answer  every  appeal  for  money,  every  appeal  for  time, 
every  appeal  for  compassion.  The  man  who  is  made  to 
feel  that  the  destiny  of  the  kingdom  rides  or  falls 
with  him. 
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A  short  time  ago  I  wrote  to  some  forty  friends, 
privately  soliciting  their  help  for  a  religious  jour- 
nal that  was  in  financial  difficulty.   I  was  taken  by 
surprise  when  one  of  them  wrote  back  in  a  somewhat 
hostile  vein.   The  gist  of  his  complaint  was  this: 
"I'm  tired  being  made  to  feel  that  I'm  the  last  man 
standing  between  some  needy  cause  and  its  demise."  Do 
you  ever  feel  that  way?   Like  the  bowler  in  the  tenth 
frame  who  senses  that  unless  he  throws  three  strikes 
the  match  is  lost?   If  some  of  our  programs  and  in- 
stitutions are  that  close  to  death  maybe  we  should  let 
them  die  -  lest  in  fighting  to  keep  them  going  we  be 
found  fighting  God! 

What  I  see  developing  in  our  world  is  a  wider 
and  wider  range  of  need  and  a  smaller  and  smaller  base 
of  people  through  whom  those  needs  can  be  met.  Needing 
help  are  the  poor,  the  blind,  the  imprisoned,  the  aged, 
the  addicted.   These  must  get  their  help  from  the  un- 
poor,  the  un-blind,  the  un-imprisoned,  the  un-aged, 
and  the  un-addicted,  and  these  get  fewer  as  time  goes 
on. 

As  any  pastor  knows  who  tries  to  mobilize  the 
strength  and  resources  of  his  congregation,  the  busy 
tend  to  get  busier  and  the  idle  tend  to  get  idler. 
There  is  a  curious  expression  that  I'm  sure  owes  its 
birth  to  the  advent  of  television.   It  is  the  phrase 
"While  you're  up!"   Does  it  sound  familiar?   The  man 
is  seated  there  watching  the  "big  window"  in  his  lux- 
uriously appointed  easy  chair.   His  wife  has  prepared 
the  dinner,  done  the  dishes  and  gotten  the  children 
ready  for  bed.   From  his  comfortable  position  friend 
husband  has  the  nerve  to  say,  "While  you're  up,  would 
you  mind  closing  the  window.  There's  a  draft  coming 
in?"   Or,  "While  you're  up  would  you  get  me  a  glass  of 
water?"   Or,  "While  you're  up  would  you  please  feed 
the  dog?"   The  assumption  operating  here  is  that  the 
one  who  is  already  in  motion  might  just  as  well  stay 
in  motion  while  the  one  who  is  inert  has  a  right  to 
continue  his  inertia. 
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This  expression  has  been  subtly  transposed  into 
the  life  of  the  church  as  well.   "While  you're  tithing, 
would  you  spare  a  few  dollars  for  this  cause  or  that? " 
"While  you're  teaching  church  school,  would  you  mind 
giving  away  a  week  of  your  vacation  for  a  Christian 
Education  Workshop?"   "While  you're  out  there  working 
on  prison  reform,  would  you  look  in  on  the  problems 
of  the  mentally  handicapped  as  well?" 

The  unenlisted  are  not  ashamed  to  ask  the  active 
to  become  more  active  still.   As  a  result,  a  growing 
weight  of  guilt  mounts  on  the  shoulders  of  those  who 
have  the  vision.   They  are  made  to  feel  that  every- 
thing hinges  on  them. 

It  is  likely  that  the  under -involved  will  find 
this  sermon  supportive  of  their  lethargy.   But  I  feel 
that  I  must  take  that  chance  in  order  to  say  to  my 
over-extended  Christian  friends,  "God  doesn't  expect 
you  to  carry  the  whole  world  on  your  mind  or  in  your 
heart  all  the  time."   "He  giveth  his  beloved  sleep." 
It ' s  alright  to  cut  out !   He  made  provision  for  our 
not  being  "on  duty"  all  the  time.  Your  imput  is  needed 
and  wanted  but  it  is  not  the  decisive  factor.   There 
are  more  factors  than  your  commitment  that  go  into  the 
mix  of  destiny.   God  winds  you  down  every  day  just  to 
make  that  point.   Besides,  every  time  He  gives  you 
sleep  it  helps  prepare  the  world  to  get  along  without 
you  when  you're  gone. 

We  do  not  seize  the  kingdom  of  God  by  our  exer- 
tions -  however  many,  however  noble,  however  inspired. 
The  Kingdom  of  God  is  bestowed.   It  is  not  ours  to 
take,  it  is  God's  to  give .   "Fear  not,  little  flock, 
for  it  is  your  father ' s  good  pleasure  to  give  you 
the  kingdom."   (Lk.  12:32)   Everything  that  matters  to 
us  -  our  creation,  preservation  and  redemption  -  has 
its  beginnings  not  in  ourselves  but  in  God.   We  do  not 
initiate,  we  merely  respond.   There  are  some  things 
that  we  must  simply  receive,  like  sleep  or  grace.  Only 
God  can  establish  the  works  of  our  hands  upon  us. 
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Ponder  that  thought  as  we  move  into  the  service 
of  Holy  Communion.   Ask  God  to  help  us  all  to  search 
the  implications  of  that  part  of  the  ancient  Communion 
prayer:   "that  we  may  receive  by  faith  Christ  crucified 
for  us." 


FOOTNOTE; 

1.   Baillie,  John,  Christian  Devotion ,  pp.  101-2 
Charles  Scribner's  Sons,  NY,  1962 
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